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01/ introduction
I went to boarding school when I was only 12. The school
had very strict regulations on the use of phones, so I only
had family calls on weekends. I got used to the independent
life quickly. Since then, I have only spent the summer and
winter holidays with my parents. As a result, I found it
harder and harder to talk with my parents.
For a long period, I had two different mindsets on this
situation: as an adult individual, I wanted to be independent
of my family; but as an adult family member, I needed to
assume my family responsibilities, which was also required
by the Chinese culture, in particular, the responsibility of
communicating with family members. The former made
me fight against my parents sometimes, and the latter
made me guilty immediately after my fight.
Now I realize that I have a strong interest in untangling
this knot. I have thus framed my thesis topic as "How to
Promote Communication in Chinese Families".

02/ approach
IDEATE
EMPATHISE
TEST
DEFINE
PROTOTYPE

Design is a subject that serves a specific purpose.
User-centered design requires designers to put
people in the center more than any other purpose.
Design thinking is a user-centered design approach
that is widely used in design school and industry.
The most classic design thinking model can be
framed into 5 stages: Empathy, Definition, Ideation,
Prototyping, and Testing. It is also the basic
framework that I am using in my thesis.

03/ empathise
Empathy is the first step in design thinking. This stage
aims to put ourselves in other people's shoes and connect
with how they might be feeling about their problem,
circumstance, or situation. Many of the methods in this stage
are taken from anthropology because anthropologists are
so good at understanding people in their context.
To some extent, I saw the thesis as a private exploration
of myself. As a result the empathy stage became very
important for meso that I could learn my bias from
understanding other people’s situations.
My preliminary interviews were conducted among my
friends and classmates. I interviewed about six classmates
who came from Western backgrounds and four from
Chinese backgrounds. I asked the same questions of
each group but got very different answers. The question
I asked was: if other factors are not considered, what
kinds of topics do you want to talk to your parents about?
Interviewees from Western backgrounds talked more
about neutral topics, while Chinese interviewees wanted
to discuss personal issues with parents.

Politics and religion were the most popular
topics for interviewees from Western
backgrounds. Other topics are environmental
issues, future careers, or school life in
general. Chinese interviewees wanted to
talk about more personal issues: tattoos,
pets, idols, hobbies, even to the point of
their love life. For many of them, they felt too
shy to express their feelings and attitudes to
their parents, but they expressed the wish to
do so. My Chinese interviewees all believed
that parents had no right to interfere with
personal affairs, they still felt the necessity
of sharing their personal life with their
parents and even getting their approval of
their attitudes to some issues.
What does it mean to share one’s personal
life with parents? Why do they want to get
approval from parents? All these questions
lead me to the second stage of my research:
define the problem.

04/ define
The definition of a problem comes after empathy. In this stage, designers need to analyze and
synthesize the observations from research to form a design statement. To define the problem,
I mainly did in-depth interviews with my Chinese friends and read a lot of psychology research
on identity.

4.1 WARM-UP INTERVIEW
As a warm-up before the in-depth interview, I invited my Chinese interviewees to roughly describe
how they think about their communication and relationships with other people. I designed three
patterns as prompts for the conversation. I called them the ‘linear’, ‘polyhedron’, and ‘scattered
dots’ prompts.

The linear type:
Our sincerity to others depends on
the closeness of the relationship.

The polyhedron type:
Different personalities in different
situations with continuous actions
and motives.

The scattered dots type:
Personalities are decided by
scenarios.

The purpose of the warm-up question was to investigate how my
interviewees think about sincerity in communication. Because sincerity
means to reveal oneself to others, it also has something to do with our
identities. The linear type contains the presupposition that there is a one
and only true self and that we want to reveal our true selves to close
people. The scattered dots type is a reflection of social constructionism,
rejecting the idea of a true self. In that view, sincerity means playing a good
role in the context. The polyhedron type is a choice between these two.
In this case, our identities are created and changed by ourselves, while
they are still self-consistent. For this type, being sincere in communication
means revealing the self that we created to people.
After I explained these three options, all of my interviewees chose
"polyhedron" to represent how they think. Here are some examples of the
responses I got from my interviewees:

"I have different personalities with different
people. But it’s not a problem for me. I think all my
personalities represent part of me."
"I am more willing and comfortable talking to
strangers. Even if I say something inappropriate, it
won’t influence my life because we are strangers."
"I have good communication with my parents.
But still, I tend to not tell them everything. They
sometimes care about me too much, so I only tell
them the good news."

4.2 IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS
To find out more about the topic of communication with parents in a Chinese
context, I conducted in-depth interviews with about ten Chinese friends,
who were more or less dissatisfied with their current communication with
parents. Their grievances can probably be summarized into the following
four reasons: Historical trauma, Objective reasons, Communication skills,
and the Differentiation of self. The first three apply to only some of the
responses; the fourth applies to all, in my view. I've sorted the responses
by category below.

Historical trauma
Parents have traumatized us in the past, and
that trauma seems never to be repaired
“When I had my first boyfriend in high school, I happily told my parents.
My mom said to me, “Don’t do shameless things”. She intended to tell me
to be discreet about sex, but her words hurt me. Then one time, I had very
serious sexual harassment, but I didn’t tell my parents. I got a feeling that
she would have a harsh judgment on me.”

Picture: interview prompts design

Objective reasons
Parents lack related knowledge/
Family members live from a distance

The differentiation of self
A hidden reason that causes most of the
conflicts in family

“I was depressed for a long time and wanted to go to the hospital for a
checkup. But my parents said that it was because I was too idle. I would not
blame them too much, because they know nothing about mental illness.”

The previous points can be summed up directly from the conversation,
but there is a critical reason hidden behind all conversations, namely, the
differentiation of self (DoS). Differentiation of self is a psychological concept
from Murray Bowen, whose ideas are the basis of family systems therapy.
It has two parts. First, differentiation of self is defined as the ability to
distinguish between thoughts and feelings in an emotional relationship
system (Bohlander, 1995). In addition, a person with a differentiated self can
distinguish their own thoughts and feelings from those of others. From the
perspective of external relations, this means that individuals can experience
intimacy and independence at the same time as they are in their relationships
with others. In contrast, people with a poorly differentiated self depend so
heavily on the acceptance and approval of others that they either quickly
adjust what they think, say, and do to please others or they dogmatically
proclaim what others should be like and pressure them to conform. ”
(Differentiation of Self, n.d.)

“I left home for college at 18. Since then, my life has become so different
from the time when I lived in a small town with my parents. We gradually
have no common topics. Even if we want to chat, we don’t know where to
start.”
“We younger generations have mastered more vocabulary and theories to
express our thoughts and feelings. Our self-exploration is not on the same
level as that of our parents. Our parents might think us too sensitive while
we think them too dumb.”

Communication skills
The conversations easily become judgmental. People blame
each other instead of understanding each other.
“Anything that my dad says will become awkward. For example, during the
epidemic, I want to take the risk of flying home. My dad was worried that I
would get the infection on the plane. But I can’t accept it when he says, ‘do
you want to die?’”
“When my family quarreled, my mother used words like “forever” and
“always” a lot. She would turn a specific matter into a judgment, and then
the matter would become uncommunicative.”

It is worth noting that parents with a poorly differentiated self often influence
their children as well. Not only are the children unable to separate themselves
from the family, but the parents are also unable to break free from the
shackles of playing parent roles.
DoS represents the ability to differentiate a self from a relational context
(Bohlander, 1995). By contrast, individuals with lower levels of differentiation
of self tend to become fused, overly close, or overinvested in their relationships
(Bohlander, 1995).

“I think my dad would control me less when I
become someone else’s wife. But still, at that time,
he would see me as someone’s wife instead of an
individual.”
“I have no privacy at home. My parents always
enter my room without notifying me and they don’t
think it is a problem.”
“Since I was young, my parents would keep telling
me that I only needed to take care of my studies
and they would take care of everything else for
me. They kept telling me that even when I went to
university. Last year, when I was in my gap year
at home, my parents suddenly started to complain
that I didn’t work or make money. It surprised me
because they always treated me like a child, but
suddenly they expected me to be a grown-up.”

For the first quote, my interviewee felt controlled as a kid while she was
already 30. The solution she proposed was not to be more independent,
instead, it was to use another family role to replace the original role. It was
a typical case that in Asia that people have a fused relationship with their
parents. In such a fused relationship, individuals became dependent on one
another with little room for their own identities. The third quote indicates
that in family education, the lesson of being independent and grown-up was
absent.

4.3 PROBLEM FRAMING
At this point, I had narrowed down family communication problems into
four aspects. The next step was to choose a direction and frame the design
problem.
At first, I focused on the problem of improving “communication skills”. I read
books on communication skills in business, but they were not appropriate in
a family context. Then I read about “Nonviolent Communication”(NVC). This
changed my views on how to promote interpersonal understanding. In the
traditional communication methodology, the content of our communication
expands around the object of our communication. But Non-violent
Communication claims that when we cannot communicate with others it is
because we have not clearly defined our subjectivity in communication.
The “Non-violent Communication” method encourages us to describe
whatever we want to communicate in the framework of [observation/fact][feeling]-[need]-[request]. In this framework, ‘observation’ refers to the
objective facts, ‘feeling’ refers to one’s own emotions, ‘demand’ refers to the
basic needs of oneself, and ‘request’ refers to the desired actions of others.

If we think of self-differentiation theory, we can find something in common:
the emphasis on individuation. From the NVC method perspective, violent
language is entangled with our emotions, judgments, and requirements for
others. To transform violent language into non-violent language, the key is
to distinguish our thoughts from our feelings, which is the mark of a welldifferentiated personality.
Here is an example of such a transformation. When the interviewee’s
mother said, “don’t do shameless things”, that can be translated into
non-violent language as, “I know that you and your boyfriend often travel
together. It makes me very worried. If you get pregnant by accident, it would
be troublesome for me. I don’t want to accept criticism from relatives and
friends. It would also be harmful to your health. Please take responsibility
for yourself and pay attention to contraceptive measures.”
This is a very representative example. When the mother accused her
daughter of being “shameless”, she was actually saying, “Don’t do things
that will embarrass me.” Her emotion was so influenced by her daughter’s
actions that she chose to use violent language to express her feelings. This
is a sign of a poorly differentiated self as well.
Having considered that a key factor influencing family communication is
the recognition of self, I was now in a position to go back to reconsider
some of the questions I had in Stage 1. My interviewees were at an age
to develop their individuation while still remaining the fused relationship
on automatic pilot. That was why they wished their parents to understand
their life choices even if they had already realized their individuation.
The more important question was, what does it mean to share one’s
personal life with parents? My belief is that my interviewees were hoping
that by discussing the experiences that had shaped them in the past, which
their parents didn’t know, they could assume a new role for themselves,
different from the role of “child”. They wanted to re-establish a positive
relationship with their parents while still remaining differentiated as an
adult self.

Thus my initial problem, “how to promote communication between adult
children and their parents in the Chinese context”, was narrowed down to
“How to promote the recognition of self for young adults and their parents
in a Chinese context.”

05/ theory study
Answering my new question required investigation into various theories of the self. I looked at the
views of Erik Erikson, Jeffrey Arnett, and Dan McAdams.

5.1 ERIKSON: STAGES OF PSYCHOSOCIAL DEVELOPMENT
Erik Erikson was a psychologist who was influenced by Freud’s psychoanalysis. But unlike Freud, he
emphasized that social and cultural, instead of sexual, forces played important roles in personality
development. He also extended the stage of personality development to the entire lifespan, not just
childhood.
Erikson divides human life into eight stages. In every stage of psychological development, there is a
certain crisis that we need to overcome. If we can go through it smoothly, we can gain a basic virtue
that enhances ourselves and helps us to prepare for the next stage. If we can’t go through it well, it
will cause a negative outcome.
For example, the crisis in the infancy stage is Basic Trust vs Mistrust. The infant experiences the
feeling of trust and mistrust depending on whether the mother meets their need or not. It is worth
noticing that a successful solution to a crisis needs both negative and positive sides of the crisis.
For an infant, their mistrust of relying on the mother can be a great chance for them to learn how
to trust themself.

TABLE: The proposed eight stage model of psychodynamic psychotherapy linked to Erik Eriksons (1950/1963) eight stages of psychosocial development
(source: Knight, 2017)

The most instructive part for my project about the psychosocial
development theory is that our parents, specifically, in their middle ages,
are also in their crisis. The crisis is about the existential question in this
stage (Adulthood): how to spend a meaningful life? The crisis at this stage
is Generativity vs. Stagnation. As Erikson puts it: “Generativity, then, is
primarily the concern in establishing and guiding the next generation,
… And indeed, the concept of generativity is meant to include such more
popular synonyms as productivity and creativity, which, however, cannot
replace it.” (Erickson, 1963, p. 267) Erikson called the virtue of this stage
‘Care’, that people need to learn how to care for others, including the family
and the society.
The theory of personality development expanding to the whole lifespan
provides a reasonable motivation for parents to participate in this identity
discourse. As parents, they also need some way to clarify and face their
crisis.

5.2 ARNETT: EMERGING ADULTHOOD
Based on Erickson’s eight stages, American psychologist Jeffrey Arnett
further proposed the concept of Emerging Adulthood. He argued that
there is a distinct period between adolescence and adulthood, and that
is “characterized by change and exploration of possible life directions.”
(Arnett, 2000) This period is called emerging adulthood.
Arnett referred to emerging adulthood as a “roleless role” because
emerging adults engage in a wide variety of activities, but are not
constrained by any sort of “role requirements.” (Arnett, 2000) In early
adulthood, people have just left the dependency of childhood and
adolescence, and start to explore various possibilities in life, without the
pressure to endure responsibilities from family and workplace.

Demographic transitions such as finishing education, settling into a career,
and marriage, have little to do with emerging adults’ conceptions of
attainment of adulthood (Arnett, 2000). The characteristics that matter most
to emerging adults in their subjective sense of attaining adulthood are: 1,
accepting responsibility for one’s self; 2, making independent decisions;
3, becoming financially independent. (Arnett, 2000) These criteria reflect
an emphasis in emerging adulthood on becoming a self-sufficient person.
(Arnett, 2000) This point of view of emerging adulthood sounds very
individualistic. However, emerging adulthood is also found in Asian countries
that emphasize collectivism but the features are different. For example, Asian
emerging adults consistently list capable of supporting parents financially
as a marker with equal weight instead of financially independent. (Nelson,
Badger, Wu, 2004)
The power dynamic in the family also begins to change at this stage. In
emerging adulthood, people require their autonomy and begin to introduce
the concept of personal privacy in the family. (Bartle-Haring, Brucker, Hock,
2002) But at the same time, since the exploration of different possibilities
can be risky, emerging adults need strong backup from family to support
them more than ever. From research in the United States and Europe
among emerging adulthood, “autonomy and relatedness are complementary
rather than opposing dimensions of their relationships with their parents.”
(O’Connor, Allen, Bell, & Hauser, 1996)
The characteristic of emerging adulthood is seen in my interviewees as well.
The study of early adulthood helps me illustrate a more accurate portrait of
my target users.

5.3 MCADAMS: NARRATIVE IDENTITY
Dan P. McAdams is a psychologist who made a great contribution to the
psychological study of personality. He argues that personality may be viewed
from three different points of view. The first is dispositional traits. They are
stable, global, linear, consistent, and viewed as relatively decontextualized.
(McAdams, 2001) The second is characteristic adaptations, such as personal
goals and motives, values and beliefs, and other characteristic adaptations
that are contextualized in time, place, or social role. (McAdams, 2001) The
third is about integrative life stories. It is about the identity the person is
working on through the construction of stories about self. Moreover, life
stories are continually made and remade in social relationships and in the
overall social context provided by culture. (McAdams, 2001)
Why are stories connected with our identity? In Erikson’s 8 stages theory, it
is in adolescence and early adulthood that identity becomes the main issue.
The main crisis in this stage is identity cohesion and role confusion. The
crisis derives from a conflict between the desire, encouraged by society, to
be one coherent person and the unlimited possibilities the person can be.
(McAdams, 2001)
In McAdams’s life story model, identity is not synonymous with the “self”
or “who I am”. Rather, according to McAdams, “It refers to a particular
quality or flavoring of people’s self-understandings, a way in which the
self can be arranged or configured.” (McAdams, 2001) The configuration
integrates into two ways. First, in a synchronic sense, identity integrates
the wide range of roles and relationships that characterize a given life
in the here and now. Second, identity integrates diachronically in time.
Identity requires bringing separate selves in time together in a meaningful
and consistent way. (McAdams, 2001)
In order to integrate all these “selves”, synchronically and diachronically,
we need to reflect on, understand, and even change the way we see our life
stories. Our values, beliefs, motives, and purposes are all integrated into
the way we tell our life stories.

Accordingly, Harbermas and Bluck (2000) argue that the construction of life
stories requires cognitive tools that people do not have until adolescence
and early adulthood. In that case, “identity is not something people begin to
work on and have until the emerging adulthood.” (McAdams, 2001)
It is also important to notice that one’s life story lives in the culture. As
McAdams mentioned, “Life stories mirror the culture wherein the story
is made and told. … They are born, they grow, they proliferate, and they
eventually die according to the norms, rules, and traditions that prevail in a
given society, according to a society’s implicit understanding of what counts
as a tellable story, a tellable life.” (McAdams, 2001)
The work of telling life stories lasts the last minute of our life. Though the
past cannot be changed, the way we understand the past and how the past
influences us can be refashioned. Therefore, the narrative is also a useful
tool in therapy to help empower the patients.
The main takeaways from McAdams’s narrative identity theory are the
structures and details about life stories. In his book The Stories We Lived
by (1997), he introduces lifespan developmental theory of how modern
people create identities through narrative. He offers a system of narrative
identity including narrative tone, ideological setting, themes, story strategies,
characters, etc. In the book, he also offers a valuable guide on how to explore
our personal myths, in other words, narrative identity. This guide directly
influenced how I designed and evaluated my prototypes, which I will discuss
in the next section.

5.4 EXPERT INTERVIEW
I interviewed my Internal Advisor Meada. She has an academic background
in narrative identity and has offered a course on narrative identity at RISD.
I was very curious about how she taught the concept of narrating identity
in her class and what difficulties she came across in the course.
Below are some excerpts of the interview:
I: Why did you choose narrative identity as your focus of study?
Meada: For me, the most interesting topic of psychology is always how
to live a meaningful life. The research on narrative identity is about how
people understand and create the meaning of their life. I can use the
knowledge of narrative identity to help people with this objective. I believe
that everyone can be empowered by the theory of narrative identity. It is a
method with strong accessibility to everyone.

Meada: You are right. In general, educated people are more likely to have
diverse identity. They have diverse resources for story-telling and a stronger
ability to extract more patterns from life. However, the recognition of narrative
identity does not necessarily need education. It is almost a human instinct
to tell stories. Everyone has told stories consciously or unconsciously. The
theory of narrative identity is to provide scaffoldings to help people dig more
in their stories, but people have already been familiar with designing and
constructing the building, their narrative identity.
I: How did you carry out discussions on narrative identity in your lessons?
Meada: I asked students to do exercises of writing their life stories before
introducing the theory part to them. Then I taught the theory. When they
had the theoretical understanding, they recalled their writing exercises and
improved their understanding of narrative identity.

I: Could you give me the details of being empowered?
Meada: Narrating identity theory holds the view that one’s identity is
not invariable. The way we tell our stories represents how we think of
ourselves. If we change the way of storytelling, we are changing our
identity-recognition. As a result, I maintain that narrative identity is a very
positive theory with great potential. The theory suggests that changes can
happen all the time.

I: Can you give me more details on that?
Meada: I gave them keywords like peak moment, turning point, valley, and
childhood as the writing theme. After their writing, I encouraged them to
share their stories in class. In my opinion, sharing plays an important role
in storytelling. When we hear others’ stories, we empathize with them and
understand ourselves more. If my students were unwilling to share with
others, I would talk to them in private. As for the theory teaching, the forms
were mostly reading and discussion. In particular, I introduced many cultural
theories to understand narrative identity on the social level.

I: From my understanding, the recognition of self requires a high
consciousness of who we are and who we can be. People need new
thinking resources to break their stereotypes and rebuild their identity.
These resources can be story details that people haven’t recognized, or
an understanding of social structure. These new resources are hard to
access. How do you understand the accessibility?

I: Did anything unexpected ever happen in your lessons?
Meada: I was very surprised that everyone went deep into discussion and
they showed great sincerity. (Specific cases are omitted.) They were all
very passionate about telling and listening to life stories. In addition, they
also quickly learned how to apply the theories in explaining their narrating
exercises.
I: Did they come across any concepts beyond their understanding?
Meada: When I taught the theory of Eight Stages of Development proposed
by Erik Homburger Erikson, they could not understand how modest negative
experiences would help the growth of a person.

06/ prototype & test
Before working on the design, it is necessary to clarify the problem statement. A good statement
should include the action, subject, result, and limitation. Based on my previous research, I
formulated the following questions:

How can we help young adults and their parents to
organize and communicate their life stories? How
can the communication enhance our understanding
of our identity and, furthermore, help to improve the
family relationship? How can the design have strong
accessibility and relatively low costs? How can the
design avoid possible harm that might happen?

6.1 PROTOTYPE 1: WRITING PROMPTS
The first prototype focused on self-observation. The objective
was making the psychotherapy of CBT more accessible daily.
CBT—cognitive behavior therapy—emphasizes the fact that
our emotions come from our cognition. With specific exercises,
we could change our negative cognition into positive one.
For example, if an accident occurred, I would feel that
everything was going poorly for me. Then I would feel that
everything is difficult, and the future would get worse. As a
result, I would suffer from a mental disorder. In this series
of emotions, however, only the accident actually occurs, and
what I feel later is nothing, but consequent emotions created
by my cognition. Therefore, if I could change my view of that
accident, I would also change my emotions. If I could find one
positive thing that occurred but I overlooked, I would break
the feeling of “everything going poorly”.
As in my prototype, I designed a website that gave randomly
generated writing prompts. Compared with the traditional CBT
writing, I made the factor of treatment less important, because
I wanted it to promote a more universal identity-reflection.
In the subsequent user test, I realized that the difficulty of
CBT was not its limited writing materials, but people’s lack of
insistence on reflecting and writing. My design overlooked this
pain point. I invited my friends to test it, and they all showed
interested in writing with these wild prompts. However, they
also admitted that they only wanted to try one or two times.
As the research proceeded, I realized that “identityunderstanding” was only one part of my desire. I preferred
to create an environment in which everyone would feel
comfortable talking about “identity”. This led me to the design
of the following prototype.

6.2 PROTOTYPE 2: INTERVIEW CARDS
The second prototype referred much to the last chapter of McAdams’
book, The Stories We Live By, which provided advice on how to probe into
personal myths.
McAdams’ book introduced how to conduct the narrative identity interview
in detail. The warm-up question was to compare people’s life to a book.
If the life is a book, how many chapters would the book include? What are
the title and main content of each chapter? How do chapters transition?
The interviewer could get interviewees’ narrative tone and theme of their
whole lives through this part of the interview.
The second part explored the details of life stories. Eight key events were
summarized: peak experiences, tough experiences, turning points, earliest
memories, significant childhood memories, vital adolescence memories,
important adulthood memories, and other crucial memories. Story details
include specific locations, characters, plots, feelings, and subsequent
effects. McAdams believed that a peak moment could best depict who the
person was. People maintained quite subjective ideas towards the definition
of key events. Thus, we can understand their views of their lives by getting
to know what people choose to be their key events and why.
The third part of the interview focused on important characters in life.
These characters consisted of but were not limited to parents, friends,
colleagues. Interviewees should detail how these characters relate to
them and how they impact them.
The fourth part probed into the future script, concerning the motivation
of the life story. People confront identity continuity in this part, that is, how
the story of their past joins into the plan of their future. Moreover, this
section was closely linked to the discussions on generative properties in
Erikson’s eight-stage theory.

The fifth section was about the major problems, stresses, or challenges in
people’s life, and the corresponding strategies for solving these difficult
situations.
The sixth part discussed personal ideology like beliefs and values.
The last part invited interviewees to generalize their life books and draw a
core theme, information, or thought.
McAdams, beyond the interview outline, also mentioned the matters that
needed to be paid special attention to discover personal life stories. The first
to be affected was the relationship between listeners and interviewers. It is
difficult for us to be frank with intimates. Talking about our life stories with
those who have participated in the stories that shaped us might cause a great
tension in the conversation. Thus, it is important to carefully evaluate the
possible impact of this life exploration on a mutual relationship. However,
it’s a risk worth taking. The personal exploration not only “promote your own
identity understanding but it may also enrich the ongoing relationship with a
lover, spouse, or family member.” (McAdams, 1997, p255)
In addition, the exploration of personal myths does not ensure us happiness.
As McAdams said, “A personal myth functions first and foremost to provide
life with meaning, unity, purpose.” (McAdams. 1997, p255) As a result, the
happiness may follow, or may not. Therefore, we need to know what we can
expect before we start exploring personal myths.
Thus, my second prototype was constituted by the interview outline directly.
In the second scheme, I designed a set of dialogue cards. Reading cards
is easier than reading long paragraphs of text. Cards are easy to print and
test, with high accessibility. Cards also provide flexibility in organizing
conversation.

In this prototype, I drew heavily on the first four parts of McAdams’ Interview Outline. I used Miro to make a
simple set of cards that turns the interview outline into cards and rules. The principle cards mainly referred
to McAdams’ notes for conversation. For instance, the listener should not make arbitrary comments on the
content of the conversation. If the conversation was tense, the two parties could stop the conversation. Another
principle is to bear reasonable expectations for the outcome of the conversation. In the third part of the key
events cards, I integrated the events and important characters. I downplayed the roles of interviewer and
interviewee, so that both players should draw cards and answer questions in turns.

1. Principle

- Listen without judgement
- The right to stop at any time
- Expectations

2. Warm-up: the book of your life
- What if your life is a book...?

3. Key stories

- Highlight moment
- Failures
- Mentors...

4. Present & future
- Plan
- Dream
- Challenge

Desktop to put cards on

I obtained very interesting and insightful feedback when I tested with
my friends. This is the beauty of user research, as even with the most
rudimentary of prototypes, designers can learn of blind spots from real
users. Two useful aspects of feedback are summarized as follows:
1. Design
Considering too much text in the card, users suggested adding some icons
so that it can be easier to read in a glimpse.
Interactive cards should set some missions or confrontation mechanics to
provide a sense of “playing”.
There should be a unified Rulebook, or game flow chart, to describe rules
and limitations.
2. Content
There should be some rules to include new clues/resources to understand
the story. They can be social factors or psychological theories. It could give
people more information about self-exploration theories while playing.
The most interesting advice originated from the cultural differences
between China and the United States. There are 3 main takeaways.
1, People feel stressed when talking about peak moments.
2, Some metaphors - like “book” or “hero” - might not be helpful for thinking
about one’s life story in the Chinese context.
3, Prarents are very devoted to the family unit. They tend to talk less about
themselves and more about their children.

“Books are a lofty metaphor. I think it was difficult
for my mother to answer. Maybe you can change to
some specific metaphors, like what your life would
taste like if it were a table dish. Or if your life is a
journey, what sights do you expect on the journey,
and so on.”
“If my mother answers that the peak moment is my
entrance to college, does the game lose its meaning
of understanding my mother’s identity?”
“I don’t feel like I have a highlight moment in
my life that deserves being mentioned. I feel very
stressed talking about some decisive moments. I
don’t feel like anything in life is determinate. On the
contrary, everything is connected.”
I discussed the feedback with my External Advisor Sui Zhen, the Chinese
translator of the book The Stories We Live By. From a cultural perspective,
she argued that Chinese people tend to remember the experience and
introspection of overcoming hardships far more profoundly than the
memory of an achievement. As for the devoting mother figure, Sui admitted
that in a collectivist culture like China, people do value their contribution
to family. It can be a chance for parents to talk about why they value their
contribution and how they feel about it.

6.3 PROTOTYPE 3: HERO’S JOURNEY
The third prototype focused on the game mechanics. How can I design a
more interesting dialogue? What kind of mission and adversarial should
be set? John, the RPG master in my class, introduced a kind of game called
a diceless role-playing game to me.
In a traditional role-playing game (RPG), randomization is the most important
mechanism to play the game, and the occurrence and interpretation of
events are always based on the results of rolling dice. For example, if a
character runs into a monster and wants to escape, we can say that he will
escape if he rolls the dice and gets more than 4 points. Otherwise, he will
fail the task. Some tabletop RPGs also use cards to replace dice, but their
motivations of action are probabilistic.
The diceless role-playing game removed the core action mechanism of
randomization. It relied more on the rules-based judgment of the host
(GM), or the votes of all players, to determine the outcome of the game.

From Campbell’s perspective, myths in over the world, cross ages, are just
one story. That is why he named his most famous book, “The hero with a
thousand faces.” The story is all about a similar journey: a hero sets off
from the ordinary world, starts his ordeal, experiences hardships, gains
enlightenment, and finally returns to the ordinary world with rewards.
We might be very familiar with this formula. It is widely used in cultural
industries such as movies, games, or dramas. Whether “Harry Potter” or
“Mulan”, they all conform to this formula.

“The way to become human is to learn to recognize
the lineaments of God in all of the wonderful
modulations of the face of man.” - Joseph Campbell

My third prototype drew a lot of inspiration from the diceless role playing
game, especially Archives of the Sky (a free version is available online).
Its core is that all the players together create a reasonable dilemma
consistent with the setting and work out two different and opposing action
directions. All the players need to collaborate to solve the dilemma, vote
on the direction of this dilemma, and then each player decides how their
character would act based on the voting. In this process, each player
contributes to shaping the plot, character, and challenge of the game. The
game proceeds via conversations, not dice.
The core mechanic of the third prototype was designed as “Dilemma and
Response”, and the game flow was inspired by Joseph John Campbell’s
“The Hero’s Journey”.

(Navigating the Hero's Journey 2020)

In this prototype, two players decide a hero’s journey
together. There are 12 stations on the hero’s map.
Each station has a core mechanic of “challenge and
response”. The challenger player tells a story about
their life journey that was similar to the site’s keywords,
and then constructs a puzzle to solve within their
stories. The hero player then tells his or her own story
and finds elements to respond to the original puzzle,
such as objects, characters, or qualities. The challenger
can determine whether the hero’s response effectively
settles the dilemma. If so, these elements would be
passed to the next site as the hero moves to the next
challenge. If it didn’t make sense, the challenger could
set a negative element to increase the difficulty of the
next challenge.
However, I found it hard to explain the rules when I
tried this with my classmates. It was not so easy for
players to find a story that fit the theme immediately.
Considering the fluency of the game, setting a specific
theme was not appropriate because we needed more
time to find such episodes in our lives that echo these
themes.
The mechanics of response and challenge did
strengthen the conversation as a game. But my friend
argued that, “Well, how do you decide who is the winner
or the loser?” The method of determining a win and
a loss is necessary. It provides proper motivation for
people to think and talk carefully. It also helps people
to digest the rules of the game easily. Consequently,
this consideration factor was also included in my final
game design.

07/ learning outcomes
From my experiments in the prototyping and testing stage, I found the following three
considerations critical for a successful design: 1) The narrative identity in the Chinese context;
2) the need for a well-functioning and moderately challenging game, 3) the identification of
possible traumas that might arise during the game.

7.1 THE NARRATIVE IDENTITY IN THE CHINESE CONTEXT
My Chinese users rarely thought they had decisive moments in their lives. Most of them agreed
that there were important moments, but not decisive moments. They also felt stressed when
talking about the term “most”. Some of them were not comfortable with the metaphors in
McAdams’s interview guideline. For example, the term “Hero” is not that common in Chinese
culture; so people felt strange talking about it. The interview questions from McAdams needed
to be tweaked based on the Chinese context.

Stress on decisive
moment

Parents’ self-ignorance
Inappropriate
metaphor

7.2
THE NEED FOR A WELL-FUNCTIONING AND
MODERATELY CHALLENGING GAME

7.3
IDENTIFYING POSSIBLE TRAUMAS THAT MIGHT
ARISE DURING THE GAME

In the first prototype, there was little motivation for users to insist on using
the prototype. The randomized writing prompts provided some novelty for
people, but they lacked a mechanism to keep that freshness. The second
prototype had too many limitations on questions so that users sometimes
got stuck and broke the flow of the communication. The third prototype
provided a great solution in creating a fun mechanism, though the rules
were too complicated. The mechanism of “challenge” and “response”
worked well in my users. It set a proper goal for users to finish, and also
created a great communication atmosphere as I wished. Finally, according
to my users, the goal would be easier to understand if I were to describe
what counted as winning and what counted as a loss because that fit more
with people’s stereotype of a game.

In the second prototype, there were two main concerns from my users. The
first one was what if parents kept judging during the communication? I made
a “Don’t Judge” principle card, but my user was very suspicious about how
effective the card would be based on her life experience. She tried to explain
to her parents what was inappropriate judgment and why judgment made
her uncomfortable, but her parents still insisted on their judging attitude.
Another concern was about the life story itself. In China, parents are always
very devoted to family. They might talk about their children instead of their
own life during the conversation, which would cause more stress to the
children.

Moderately
challenging

Easy to learn

Clear rules
Smooth playing
experience

Judging instead of
understanding
Parents’
self-ignorance

08/ final design

8.1 A CLOSE LOOK
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8.2 WHY THE DESIGN WORKS

Story theme

Story card
The words on the story cards come from McAdams’s narrative identity
theory and other theories like that concerning the basic emotions. These
cards cover most of the topics in exploring narrative identity. Unlike
interview questions, the storyteller can have four different cards and choose
two of them. This gets rid of the stress for my Chinese users when they
had to answer about some “most” moments. It also ensures both flexibility
and diversity in storytelling. The special card “One more card” can add
one more topic for the storyteller to choose from, in case the storyteller
finds the given four cards are hard to choose from. The combination of
two cards provides more clues for the storyteller to generate a story.
During the storytelling, there is one special card that might be helpful. The
“Listen!” card can be used when the listener interrupts too much while the

Inappropriate metaphor
---------------------------------Flexibility in card interpretation

Smooth playing experience
---------------------------------More choices of topics

Stress on decisive moment
---------------------------------More choices of topics

Moderately challenging
---------------------------------Combination of two cards

After the story, the listener has a chance to ask for more details about the
story. This has two effects. On the one hand, it helps the storyteller to reflect
on his/her story; on the other hand, it is a way for the listener to confirm and
adjust their understanding of the story.

The listener’s story
Instead of making comments, the listener should tell a story to respond to
the storyteller. This indirect response creates a challenge for the listener to
think, and it also spares the concern from the storyteller of receiving rude
comments. There are two limitations to the listener’s story: 1. It should be
based on two story cards; 2.It should be relevant to the story theme. These
limitations make the storytelling moderately challenging and fun to do. The
emphasis on exchanging stories also encourages people to talk more about
their own life stories.

Parents’ self-ignorance
---------------------------------Emphasize on story exchange

Judging without listening
---------------------------------Discussion to reach an agreement

Accepting the badges
The listener should extract three keywords from the listener’s story and
write them on the badge cards. The term badge indicates that these
keywords should have positive meanings. Badges are gifts from the
listener to help/ empower the storyteller. One main concern from my user
testing is that people are afraid of being judged. By talking about why the
storyteller wants some badges but rejects others, the storyteller and the
listener can engage in a friendly conversation on what is judging and what
is not. The listener will earn credits when giving away badges successfully.
To some extent, credits are awarded for empathy and understanding.

Clear rules
---------------------------------Credits and rounds

Easy to learn
---------------------------------Goal of win & loss

8.3 USER FEEDBACK
I tested this final design with my mother. I was surprised by how much she
enjoyed listening to my story and being listened to for her story. We only
played for one round, when I was the storyteller and she was the listener.
It took about 1.5 hours because the talking atmosphere was so good. It was
also my longest call with her in recent years. I told a story about my model,
and I learned about my mother’s highlight moment when she received an
offer from a professional school. I found that I was influenced so much by
her values in life, which I hadn’t realized before. It was a very personal and
touching experience for me.
Some of my friends also tested it. They simply printed these cards on paper to
test them, and that worked well. It proved that the design is very accessible
to people. Most of them wanted to play not only with their parents but also
with their couples. In general, they enjoyed the game and valued those
badges after the game.
One of my friends was frustrated after the game. She felt her listener was
judging her, but she was too shy to reject the listener’s badges. I should
have emphasized the importance of a thorough discussion on badges.

The process of the game

8.4 FUTURE IMPROVEMENT

8.5 CONCLUSION

There were several suggestions from my advisors. One suggestion is to
cooperate with psychologists or psychology educators to further test this
set of cards. The goal of these cards is to improve the family relationship,
which might not show in a short time. A follow-up evaluation on the
effectiveness of these cards is necessary.

This thesis was a long journey from 2020 to 2021. I would like to thank
everyone who helped me so much during this process: Charlie Cannon, Beth
Mosher, Soojung Ham, Meada Daly-Cano, Barbara Von Eckardt, Sui Zhen, my
friends in China (Hu Xiao, Huang Jing, Yuan Jing, Ma Xin, Sun Xiaotong, Lin
Shan), my classmates in the RISD community (Majed Bou Ghanem, Huang
Danlei, Xiang Zimeng), my parents and younger brother, and so many other
people. I value the relationship with you so much. I wish I could play the
game with each of you at some point.

Another advisor mentioned the acceptance of a badge is almost the same
as a confirmation of the narrative identity. Badges can also be seen as
new resources to understand the storyteller’s narrative identity.
An extreme case that might happen is that both players are too eager
to win, which will also influence the experience of playing. A win-win
mechanism can be introduced in this case, so that people can collaborate
more than compete. It is my future plan to make a collaborative narrative
kit. Another future plan is to make cards with more layers. One of the

The logo I designed for my game comes from the character “Home” in Chinese
inscriptions on oracle bones. I changed the graphic a bit so it looks like two
people playing and hugging under a roof. That depicts my game perfectly.

Oracle bone inscriptions
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